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At the beginning of each academic year in South Africa, the public witnesses a dramatic 
swell of students seeking admission 
to universities. In some instances, 
the surge of students standing in long 
queues has resulted in injury or, in 
one tragic instance, even death. It 
is interesting to note that no similar 
spectacular clamour has been 
registered in the Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) sector in 
the recent ‘#FeesMustFall’ campaign. 
It is a telling narrative.
This spectacle is at once tragic and 
exciting. Tragic because it demonstrates 
the subjection of many students to 
archaic knowledge systems in an age of 
global epistemic transformations and 
sophisticated enrolment management 
technologies. At the higher end of the 
campaign is the quest for relevant, 
contemporary and post-colonial 
epistemology. The obverse side is 
the existential consequence of the 
rising expectations resulting from the 
increased access made available by 
progressive legislation and policies 
since 1997. Since 1994 enrolment 
figures at universities, especially for 
black and female students, have risen 
several fold. 
In stark contrast to this intense desire 
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for university education has been the 
relatively poor enrolments at TVET 
colleges (which until recently were 
referred to as Further Education and 
Training (FET) colleges). Enrolment at 
TVET colleges has lagged significantly 
behind that at universities. For 
example, enrolment at TVET colleges 
in 2006 was 361,186 and it was 
estimated to be 538,000 in 2014. The 
growth rate over this period was low. 
In contrast, enrolment at universities 
in 2006 was 741,383, and in 2014, 
estimated to be 1,000,328. 
According to the National 
Development Plan, “Public colleges 
enrol an equivalent of one-third 
(roughly 300,000) of learners 
enrolled in higher education, when 
ideally the situation should be the 
other way round”. For example, 
unlike South Africa, Seychelles, 
Botswana and Mauritius have higher 
percentage gross enrolments in TVET 
institutions in relation to university 
enrolments. Most, if not all first world 
countries, invest more in further 
education and training than developing 
countries. The UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics (UIS) states that the greater 
a country’s Gross Domestic Product 
per capita, the greater its percentage 
of technical/vocational student 
enrolment. 
In a country that is faced with a 
crippling skills shortage, considered 
to be of crisis proportions by many 
observers, this phenomenon constitutes 
a compelling case for further probing 
into the underlying reasons behind the 
attitudes and choices made by students 
as evidenced by the inordinate 
preference for a university instead of a 
TVET qualification. This oddity invites 
further reflection.
A short background is necessary 
to shed some light into this seeming 
inverted logic. In the mid-19th and 
early 20th centuries a debate raged in 
the United States around whether the 
recently emancipated slaves should 
pursue an academic or technical/
vocational career. The protagonist for 
the former view was the sociologist 
W.E.B du Bois, and the latter was 
advanced by Booker T. Washington 
who established the Tuskegee Institute 
in Alabama. The Institute’s primary 
objective was to help former slaves 
equip themselves with marketable 
skills. To a large extent, this debate has 
never been completely resolved for a 
variety of reasons, which will not be 
engaged in this paper.
Nearly a hundred years later a 
similar debate that pitted the two 
streams of thought emerged shortly 
after several African countries achieved 
their freedom from colonial rule. In 
an attempt to gain insights into the 
seeming preference for academic 
instead of technical/vocational 
qualifications, Philip Foster undertook 
studies in Nigeria and Ghana. 
Foster pointed out the role of 
missionary schools, in particular, that 
promoted agricultural education, 
but that these were, by and large, 
‘unsuccessful.’ He observed that, “…
the demand by Africans for Western 
education was and is predominantly 
oriented towards the provision of more 
academic-type schools. This preference 
springs…from a remarkably realistic 
appraisal of occupational opportunities 
generated within the exchange sector 
of the economy as a result of European 
overrule.” Furthermore, he noted, “the 
strength of academic education has 
lain in the fact that it is pre-eminently a 
vocational education providing access 
to those occupations with the most 
prestige and…the highest pay”. 
The above observations also applied 
to Nigeria and other former colonies. 
This, therefore, seems to be the crux 
of the matter. In the case of South 
Africa, there is a veritable history that 
resonates with Foster’s account. 
Drawing from Elias’s (1978) 
‘historical continuity’ and Boltanski’s 
and Evenot’s (1999) ‘social life’ 
constructs, Wedekind (2013) analyses 
the history of apprenticeship in South 
Africa and efforts in the post-apartheid 
era to vigorously improve public 
attitudes and to encourage industry to 
collaborate in such efforts. Having done 
a historical analysis of South African 
labour history, he makes the important 
point that “apprenticeship has a very 
specific history linked to slavery, 
indenturing and the protection of white 
labour,” and that: “These perceptions 
and values run deep in communities, 
and the ways in which the system 
benefited, exploited, excluded and 
included various categories of citizens 
have shaped those communities”.  It 
is in a sense the colonial/apartheid 
“historical continuity” factor that may, 
at least partially, explain the attitudes 
and choices made several centuries or 
decades later in contemporary South 
Africa.
Much of education provision 
in South Africa during the colonial 
era was a blend of academic and 
agricultural programmes. As in many 
colonies, a point also made by many 
including Walter Rodney (1974), the 
‘academic’ education provided in 
South Africa was to train Africans in 
basic literacy and numeracy, enough 
to service the needs of the mining and 
agricultural industries. Accordingly, 
black careers were restricted to 
professions such as teaching, nursing 
and administration to staff the colonial/
apartheid bureaucracies. 
The ruling National Party’s defence 
of the inferior education offered to black 
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Act was encapsulated in former 
Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd’s 
famous declaration that: “There is no 
place for (the Bantu) in the European 
community above the level of certain 
forms of labour…What is the use of 
teaching the Bantu child mathematics 
when it cannot use it in practice? That 
is quite absurd. Education must train 
and teach people in accordance with 
their opportunities in life, according to 
the spheres in which they live”. 
Verwoerd’s injunction became 
a quintessential tenet of apartheid 
education ideology that has persisted 
through time and deeply affected, 
even infected, the present. Through 
this philosophy, along with a bevy 
of legislative measures such as the 
Mines and Works Act (1911), the 
Apprenticeship Act (1922), the Job 
Reservations Act (1926), Africans 
were kept out of certain technical/
vocational jobs. The Bantu Education 
Act of 1953 buttressed the imperatives 
of this complementary assortment of 
restrictive laws. The cumulative effect 
of these discriminatory laws and social 
conventions precipitated perceptions 
that framed the assumed rationality of 
avoiding career paths that for blacks 
did not lead to gainful employment; an 
enduring existential reality authorised 
by apartheid prescripts. 
Thus, a lack of employment 
opportunities in certain occupations 
constituted a set of legacy beliefs and 
behaviours that were transmitted inter-
generationally. Comprehension of this 
phenomenon is facilitated through 
a set of theoretical and conceptual 
frameworks such as Bourdieu’s 
‘cultural and social reproduction,’ 
Elias’s ‘historical continuity,’ and 
Boltanski’s and Evenot’s ‘social life.’  
In Knowledge in the Blood, Jansen 
(2009) provides a deep analysis by 
distilling the phenomenon in the 
“received knowledge” notion, only 
in his work the lens is trained on the 
inverted white psyche. Zapiro (2008) 
renders a poignant cartoon, a visual 
representation of the transmission of 
values and behaviours from parents to 
offspring around the University of Free 
State Reitz incident with the caption 
“white apologists and the University of 
Free State”. The cartoon is suggestive 
of the subliminal messages that are 
transmitted from one generation to 
another from daily-lived experiences 
and observations. Though the messages 
are subliminal they leave a vivid 
imagery of how memory is transmitted. 
In all these conceptual formulations, 
the operative principles and 
perspectives are convergent. But, of 
course, the conditions underlying these 
principles and perspectives are not 
immutable; they are also compromised 
by the dynamism of the inexorable 
logic of dialectics.  
For blacks, occupational 
opportunities and remuneration were 
not in technical/vocational fields, but 
rather, as official diktat would have it, 
in occupations relevant to their ‘own’ 
communities; choices imposed by 
employment discrimination leading 
to the preponderance of blacks with 
teaching, nursing qualifications and 
other ‘soft areas’. These academic-type 
qualifications were similar to Philip 
Foster’s findings in the case of Ghana 
and Nigeria, for all practical purposes, 
vocational. 
It is only in the past two decades 
that research on student choices was 
conducted under the ‘Student Choice 
Behaviour Project,’ directed by Michael 
Cosser (and colleagues) at the Human 
Sciences Research Council. Although 
the studies focus on high school 
student behaviours and preferences 
for post-school destinations, they do 
shed light on what students plan to do 
academically after they complete Grade 
12. The 2004 HSRC report indicates 
that in 2002 55.6 percent of the 
students were enrolled in universities, 
44.4 percent in technikons”. Nearly 
two decades later the situation has not 
changed substantially.
It is important as well to note 
that the low esteem in which TVET 
institutions are held in South Africa is 
not inconsistent with public attitudes 
in several other African countries. 
There is a general ambiguity. This less 
than enthusiastic public attitude has 
a powerful inhibitive effect on the 
vigorous and wholesome development 
of the sector. 
Key markers of thriving political 
economies in the contemporary 
world include knowledge production 
and innovation. Developed, as well 
as developing, countries increasingly 
invest a considerable amount of 
resources in appropriate skills 
development (mostly medium- and 
high- level skills) initiatives. The 
technical/vocational participation rate 
in developed countries is generally 
higher than in developing countries. To 
underscore the high value of medium 
and high-level skills many countries 
engage in poaching activities in order 
to meet the needs of their knowledge 
economies. Strangely, South Africa’s 
current immigration policy seems 
smitten by indifference, prevarication 
and schizophrenia and sometimes acts 
in contradiction to the skills challenge. 
That a country can employ aggressive 
short-term recruitment and invest in 
long-term strategic development of the 
required human resources seems to be 
a difficult proposition for the relevant 
authorities to comprehend. 
Incidentally, the skills shortage 
phenomenon in South Africa is not 
new. Its roots extend back to the 
apartheid era when there were active 
campaigns to recruit skilled labour from 
Europe in order to meet the skills gap. 
Thus, 20 years into democracy, South 
Africa finds itself in the second decade 
of the 21st century with a huge skills 
development challenge. Successive 
post-apartheid administrations have, 
in the last 20 years, increasingly shown 
appreciation for the need to target and 
provide meaningful resources for skills 
development. Yet, despite substantial 
financial investment, enrolment figures 
at TVET institutions do not convincingly 
reflect the South African government’s 
present-day interest or concern. 
Of course there are many reasons 
why the democratic government has 
struggled to project TVET as a sensible 
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choice for students who want to qualify 
for well-paying jobs and be assured that 
their knowledge and skills will be in high 
demand. Initially, the prejudice against 
the technical/vocational colleges was 
underestimated, so this was not sold 
as an alternative to universities but 
remained an option only for those who 
‘failed’ to get into universities, with a 
very low status attached. Funding was 
not easy to obtain, and the student 
loan system was frequently unreliable.
Changing the curriculum, 
amalgamating sites which had 
previously been racially-based and 
restructuring the staffing to attain a 
degree of transformation turned out to 
be a difficult process, and many of the 
new ‘FET’ colleges seemed to be totally 
dysfunctional, with the government 
pouring good money after bad. At one 
stage a lack of cooperation between 
the Departments of Education and 
Labour created confusion in relation 
to SETA funding, learnerships, 
apprenticeships and internships. The 
National Qualifications Framework 
standards-based qualifications, and 
later the ‘occupationally directed’ 
qualifications fought for full recognition 
and seamless linkage into other parts 
of the system, including trades and 
trade tests, university programmes and 
professional bodies. 
Too much needed to be changed; 
and too much was changed too fast 
for the staff in these institutions or 
the general public to keep up; and as 
soon as people began to understand 
something new, another change was 
introduced. As in the schooling system, 
the introduction of a new curriculum 
was attempted without adequate 
re-training of the managers, lecturers 
and teachers who were supposed to 
implement the system. There was also 
a huge neglect in terms of the necessary 
advocacy. And, of course, the new FET 
colleges and then the TVET colleges 
had appalling failure rates.
That there is still an inordinate 
preference for a university academic 
education rather than the technical/
vocational education is also possibly 
related to the Philip Foster observation 
that the objective reality of students in 
Ghana and Nigeria (1950s and ’60s) 
was the perception that academic 
education was vocational as it provided 
a direct line to job opportunities. 
Similarly, during the colonial and 
apartheid eras, academic education 
was where job opportunities for 
blacks lay and technical/vocational 
education was forbidden fruit enforced 
through discrimination. Stubborn 
memory has ensured the persistence 
of these psychological and structural 
abnormalities.
Objectively then, it is this history 
of job discrimination that lingers in 
the collective psyche of many blacks 
despite the palpable change, to a 
great extent, in the political economy. 
Exacerbating this mind-set seems 
to be an appetite or a penchant for 
pursuing the academic track because 
it is perceived as ultimately leading 
to supervisory or managerial job 
opportunities rather than what is 
pejoratively viewed as menial jobs, 
which are broadly thought to be ‘low 
status’. 
There is clearly a dissonance between 
the historically informed lingering 
attitudes, and the opportunities availed 
by the new democratic dispensation. 
Therein, perhaps, lies a significant 
part of the explanation; that is, the 
‘cultural and social reproduction’, 
‘historical continuity’, ‘social life’ and 
‘received knowledge’ seem to be the 
operant constructs that lend plausible 
credence and offer explanatory power 
for the conundrum. In other words, 
the colonial/apartheid super-structural 
ecology has had far-reaching and 
enduring psycho-social effects on the 
subaltern. 
Wide-ranging corrective initiatives 
must be undertaken at all levels of 
society to dislodge the prevalence 
of these negative attitudes towards 
TVET qualifications. Higher state 
allocations to TVET institutions are a 
necessary but insufficient condition. 
Underlying values that drive the 
choices must be identified and 
incentives schemes offered as pull 
factors. And, also importantly, the 
utility and efficacy of skills offered by 
TVET institutions need to be made a 
common understanding of high school 
students in particular, and the wider 
population in general. ■
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